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Internationally regarded as “the crime of crimes” in both legal and moral terms, the concept of genocide has towered over
discussions of ethnic conflict and mass violence since the Second World War. This article shifts the focus away from genocide
and onto the neglected yet illuminating conceptual politics that have unfolded in the shadow of genocide. I begin by recasting
the post-war criminalization of genocide as a “strategy of containment” that has deflected attention away from the constitutive
contradictions of the international order, especially its long history of racial and colonial violence. The remainder of the article
then explores how this strategy of containment has been both challenged and reinforced through the articulation of ethnocide
and ethnic cleansing as supplementary categories. Since the late 1960s, the concept of ethnocide has been mobilized by the
indigenous rights movement as a way of foregrounding the cultural destruction that has accompanied the onward march of
modernity and development. In contrast, the concept of ethnic cleansing has been popularized by powerful members of the
international community as a way of chastising particular “deviant” states without burdening themselves with the responsibility
to intervene or calling into question the universalistic civilizational standards that underpin the international order. If the
charge of ethnocide has sought to undo some of the containments and closures of genocide discourse, then the charge of
ethnic cleansing has served to reinforce them. The article concludes by proposing the “ethnic century” as a world-historical
lens for thinking about the post-war international order.
Considerado internacionalmente como “el crimen de los crímenes” tanto en términos legales como morales, el concepto de
genocidio ha prevalecido sobre las discusiones sobre conflictos étnicos y violencia masiva desde la Segunda Guerra Mundial.
Este artículo desplaza el foco de atención del genocidio hacia las políticas conceptuales, relegadas pero esclarecedoras, que
se han desarrollado a la sombra del genocidio. Empieza reformulando la criminalización del genocidio en la posguerra como
una “estrategia de contención” que ha desviado la atención de las contradicciones constitutivas del orden internacional, es-
pecialmente su larga historia de violencia racial y colonial. El resto del artículo explora cómo se ha desafiado y reforzado
esta estrategia de contención mediante la articulación del etnocidio y la limpieza étnica como categorías complementarias.
Desde finales de la década de 1960, el concepto de “etnocidio” ha sido movilizado por el movimiento de derechos indíge-
nas como una forma de poner en primer plano la destrucción cultural que ha acompañado la marcha hacia adelante de la
modernidad y el desarrollo. Por el contrario, el concepto de “limpieza étnica” ha sido popularizado por poderosos miembros
de la comunidad internacional como una forma de castigar a determinados estados “desviados,” sin cargarse con la respon-
sabilidad de intervenir ni cuestionar los estándares civilizacionales universalistas que sustentan el orden internacional. Si la
acusación de etnocidio ha buscado deshacer algunas de las contenciones y cierres del discurso del genocidio, entonces la
acusación de limpieza étnica ha servido para reforzarlas. El artículo concluye proponiendo el “siglo étnico” como un lente
histórico-mundial para pensar sobre el orden internacional de posguerra.
Internationalement considéré comme étant « le crime des crimes » que ce soit du point de vue juridique ou moral, le concept
de génocide a dominé les discussions sur les conflits ethniques et la violence de masse depuis la seconde guerre mondi-
ale. Plutôt que de se concentrer sur le génocide, cet article aborde les politiques conceptuelles négligées mais cependant
éclairantes qui se sont développées dans l’ombre du génocide. Je commence par requalifier la criminalisation d’après-guerre
du génocide en tant que « stratégie d’endiguement » qui a détourné l’attention des contradictions constitutives de l’ordre
international, en particulier de sa longue histoire de violence raciale et coloniale. Le reste de l’article explore ensuite la
manière dont cette stratégie d’endiguement a été à la fois remise en question et renforcée par l’articulation de l’ethnocide
et du nettoyage ethnique en tant que catégories complémentaires. Depuis la fin des années 1960, le concept d’ethnocide a
été mobilisé par le mouvement de défense des droits des autochtones pour mettre au premier plan la destruction culturelle
qui a accompagné la marche en avant de la modernité et du développement. À l’inverse, le concept de nettoyage ethnique a
été popularisé par de puissants membres de la communauté internationale en tant que moyen de châtier des États « déviants
» particuliers sans se charger de la responsabilité d’intervenir ou de remettre en question les normes civilisationnelles uni-
versalistes qui sous-tendent l’ordre international. Si l’accusation d’ethnocide a cherché à retirer certains des endiguements et
certaines des conclusions du discours sur le génocide, celle de nettoyage ethnique a servi à les renforcer. L’article conclut en
proposant le « siècle ethnique » comme prisme historique mondial pour réfléchir sur l’ordre international d’après-guerre.
In a speech broadcast in 1941, Winston Churchill de-
scribed Nazi atrocities in Eastern Europe as “a crime
without a name” (Churchill 2013, 249). Three years later,
the word “genocide” made its first public appearance in
Raphaël Lemkin’s Axis Rule in Occupied Europe. Given the
backdrop of the Second World War as well as his Jewish
roots, Lemkin’s coinage of “genocide” has often been
interpreted as an attempt to capture the unique horror
of the Holocaust. Yet Lemkin’s earlier works and unpub-
lished writings show that his thinking was also deeply
influenced by other developments such as the Armenian
genocide and the violent history of European colonialism
(Mcdonnell and Moses 2005; Balakian 2013; Irvin-Erickson
2017). This was reflected in his “composite” definition of
genocide, which included political, social, cultural, eco-
nomic, biological, physical, religious, and moral dimensions
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2 In the Shadow of Genocide
(Lemkin 1944, 79–95). Genocide, in Lemkin’s view, was
not reducible to mass killings, but also encompassed the
“disintegration of the political and social institutions, of
culture, language, national feelings, religion, and the eco-
nomic existence of national groups” (Lemkin 1944, 79).
Put differently, Lemkin’s definition of genocide included
what today would be called ethnocide—the destruction of
the culture of an ethnic group—as well as what today would
be called ethnic cleansing—the forced displacement of an
ethnic group from a given territory. If social and cultural
methods of oppression failed, Lemkin (1945, 39) wrote,
“the machine gun can always be utilized as a last resort.”
Armed with this multidimensional understanding of geno-
cide, Lemkin tirelessly lobbied diplomats and lawyers in the
hopes of enshrining his new coinage into international law
(Cooper 2008).
Lemkin succeeded, but only in part. By the time the
United Nations General Assembly adopted the Convention
on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Geno-
cide in 1948, the rich layers of Lemkin’s definition had
been stripped down to the bare bones. The drafting pro-
cess, as Eric Weitz (2015, 10) observes, “significantly nar-
rowed Lemkin’s original formulations, which had encom-
passed ethnocide and ethnic cleansing.” The omission of
ethnocide or cultural genocide from the convention was
primarily due to the protestations of the colonial pow-
ers and settler-colonial nations. Conscious of their dismal
record on the treatment of minorities—indigenous groups
especially—these states were rightly worried that the inclu-
sion of any cultural dimension into the legal definition of
genocide could be leveraged against their own policies of
forced assimilation (Schabas 2009, 207–14). As regards the
omission of ethnic cleansing or forced displacement, con-
cerns were raised that this might be used to challenge the
legitimacy of the population transfers that had taken place
in Central and Eastern Europe under the auspices of the
United Nations (Schabas 2009, 226–28). Heeding these ob-
jections, the final draft of the Genocide Convention defined
genocide only as the intentional physical or biological de-
struction, in whole or in part, of a national, ethnical, racial,
or religious group.1 It was thus a narrow and Holocaust-
centric understanding of genocide that was codified into
post-war international law.
The purpose of this article is twofold. The first is to the-
orize the post-war criminalization of genocide as a “strategy
of containment” that has helped to deflect attention away
from the constitutive contradictions of the international or-
der, especially its long history of racial and colonial vio-
lence. In doing so, the article feeds into a growing body of
literature on racism and colonialism in international rela-
tions (e.g., Gruffydd Jones 2006; Anievas, Manchanda, and
Shilliam 2015). The second aim of the article is to show how
this strategy of containment has been both challenged and
reinforced through the articulation of “ethnocide” and “eth-
nic cleansing” as supplementary concepts. Ethnocide was
initially proposed as a synonym of genocide by Lemkin him-
self, but the term was not taken up until the late 1960s when
it was reinvented by activist anthropologists and indigenous
peoples. Since then, ethnocide has been a key concept in
the vocabulary of the indigenous rights movement, serving
to dismantle the universalistic pretenses of the international
order and to highlight the destructive undersides of moder-
nity and development. In contrast, ethnic cleansing began
1 UN Doc. A/RES/260(III).
its journey as a perpetrator’s euphemism before undergoing
a dramatic metamorphosis in the 1990s. Against the back-
drop of the Bosnian War, the expression was reappropri-
ated by the international community as a tool of critique
that could be used to chastise peripheral states for actions
that violated international moral standards. If the charge of
ethnocide has sought to overturn some of the containments
produced by the Holocaust-centric definition of genocide,
then the charge of ethnic cleansing has served to reinforce
them.
Of course, ethnocide and ethnic cleansing are by no
means the only alternatives that have been elaborated to ad-
dress the blind spots of genocide discourse. The long list of
neologisms created for this purpose includes “gendercide”
(Warren 1985), “politicide” (Harff and Gurr 1988), “demo-
cide” (Rummel 1994), “indigenocide” (Evans 2008), and
“urbicide” (Coward 2009), to name only a handful. Others
have preferred to drop the “-cide” ending in favor of more
general terms such as “mass killings” (Stein 2005), “demo-
graphic surgery” (Ferrara 2015), or “permanent security”
(Moses 2021). Nevertheless, there are two reasons why an
analysis of ethnocide and ethnic cleansing can be singled
out as especially valuable. First, in contrast to most of the
other coinages listed above, ethnocide and ethnic cleans-
ing are not just analytical categories or theoretical buz-
zwords. Whereas most of the aforementioned neologisms
have gained little or no purchase beyond specialized aca-
demic texts, ethnocide and ethnic cleansing have matured
outside the walls of the ivory tower. As a result, both concepts
are saturated with political significance and have gained sub-
stantial traction within the corridors of international organi-
zations, including the United Nations. Second, both ethno-
cide and ethnic cleansing are rooted in the concept of eth-
nicity, thus echoing Lemkin’s (1944, 79) original definition
of genocide as “the destruction of a nation or of an ethnic
group.” In contrast, the other neologisms invented by geno-
cide scholars tend to deliberately shift the attention away
from ethnicity in order to shed light on other dimensions of
mass violence, such as gender identity (gendercide), polit-
ical allegiance (politicide), or the built environment (urbi-
cide).
The remainder of the article is organized into four sec-
tions and a conclusion. The first section theorizes the post-
war criminalization of genocide as a strategy of contain-
ment that has deflected attention away from the racial and
colonial hierarchies that structure the international order.
Against this backdrop, the second and third sections re-
construct the conceptual histories of ethnocide and ethnic
cleansing respectively. These reconstructions are based on
a wide range of textual material, including United Nations
documents, conference proceedings, and scholarly works.
Although the meteoric rise of ethnic cleansing since the
1990s is a relatively familiar story, the conceptual history of
ethnocide is not nearly as well known and constitutes a valu-
able contribution in its own right. As far as I am aware, this
is also the first attempt to study the two concepts side by
side. To this end, the fourth section compares the contrast-
ing social and institutional positions from which ethnocide
and ethnic cleansing have been articulated: if the concept
of ethnocide has been a tool of resistance deployed by the
weak, then the concept of ethnic cleansing has been a eu-
phemism invoked by the powerful. The conclusion wraps
up the article by proposing the “ethnic century” as a world-
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The Criminalization of Genocide as a Strategy of
Containment
The concept of genocide that emerged from the post-war
legal and political wrangling had the misfortune of being
definitionally incredibly narrow yet morally incredibly pow-
erful: to label something as a genocide today is to desig-
nate it as “the very worst thing imaginable” (Levene 2005,
38). The result was the establishment of an implicit hierar-
chy of transgressions, with a Holocaust-centric understand-
ing of genocide perched firmly at the top. In an ironic twist,
then, the creation of the new legal category ended up sig-
nificantly narrowing, rather than expanding, the range of
transgressions able to “shock the conscience of mankind”
(Moses 2021, 28). Furthermore, as anti-colonial thinkers
such as Franz Fanon and Aimé Césaire were quick to point
out, the shock value of the Holocaust had less to do with
the nature or scale of the violence than with the fact that
this violence was no longer confined to the colonial periph-
ery: “they tolerated that Nazism before it was inflicted on
them,” Césaire (1955, 36) wrote of the Europeans, “they ab-
solved it, shut their eyes to it, legitimized it, because, un-
til then, it had been applied only to non-European peo-
ples.” By casting genocidal violence as the exception rather
than the norm, the Holocaust-centric definition of genocide
has been complicit in suppressing the long history of racial
and colonial violence upon which the international order is
founded (Rodríguez 2015).
Drawing on the work of Fredric Jameson, the post-war
criminalization of genocide can be understood as a “strat-
egy of containment.” Simply put, a strategy of containment
helps to solidify a given order by denying its constitutive con-
tradictions and substituting in their place a more tolerable
alternative. Through this double act of denial and substitu-
tion, a strategy of containment “allows what can be thought
to seem internally coherent in its own terms, while repress-
ing the unthinkable” (Jameson 1981, 53). In the field of
international studies, this idea has been incisively deployed
by Sankaran Krishna (2001) and Kerem Nisancioglu (2020)
to critique the discipline’s systematic neglect of race and
racism. Both scholars identify a similar double move at work:
first, the internal contradictions of the international order
are denied via a process of abstraction that extracts the
states-system from its constitutive history of racial and colo-
nial violence; second, a redemptive narrative is constructed
that either consigns this racial and colonial violence to the
past or offers a deferred promise that it will be overcome
at some point in the future. The Genocide Convention has
been a key pillar of this containment strategy. By offering
a sense of international moral progress, the post-war crimi-
nalization of genocide accomplished a “redemptive closure”
(Friedlander 1992, 54) that drew a line under the Holocaust
without working properly through the trauma or addressing
the more unsettling questions surrounding racial and colo-
nial domination.
How this strategy of containment played out in prac-
tice can be glimpsed in the suppression of the Civil Rights
Congress’s petition We Charge Genocide: The Crime of Govern-
ment Against the Negro People. Adopting the terminology of the
newly approved Genocide Convention, the petition accused
the United States of anti-black genocide on the grounds of
racial segregation, reproductive controls, rampant lynching,
and the legacies of slavery. Delivered to the United Nations
in 1951, the petition was swiftly denounced as communist
propaganda by American officials and never received a for-
mal hearing (Meiches 2019). During the polemics that sur-
rounded the petition, even Lemkin wound up denigrating
its authors as “un-American” in an opportunistic attempt
to “appease a xenophobic and racist white establishment in
the United States” (Irvin-Erickson 2017, 208; see also Moses
2021, 398–405).
The following sections explore how the containments and
closures produced by the Genocide Convention have been
both challenged and reinforced through the articulation
of ethnocide and ethnic cleansing as supplementary con-
cepts. While both concepts describe processes of ethnic ho-
mogenization, the political projects they have been asso-
ciated with could hardly be more different. The concept
of ethnocide has been articulated by marginalized actors
as a language of protest that foregrounds how the onward
march of modernity and development has gone hand-in-
hand with the destruction of indigenous cultures. In con-
trast, the concept of ethnic cleansing has been popularized
as a euphemistic alternative to genocide that has made it
possible for powerful members of the international commu-
nity to denounce the actions of particular states as morally
wrong without burdening themselves with the responsibility
to intervene or calling into question the universalistic ideals
upon which the international order is founded. If the articu-
lation of ethnocide has sought to undo some of the contain-
ments and closures of genocide discourse, then the articula-
tion of ethnic cleansing has ended up reinforcing them.
Ethnocide
In Axis Rule in Occupied Europe, Lemkin (1944, 79) describes
genocide as “an old practice in its modern development”
that entails “the destruction of a nation or of an ethnic
group.” He then explains how he derived this concept
by combining “the ancient Greek word genos (race, tribe)
and the Latin cide (killing).” In a footnote to this passage,
Lemkin (1944, 79n1) adds that “[a]nother term could be
used for the same idea, namely, ethnocide, consisting of the
Greek word ‘ethnos’—nation—and the Latin word ‘cide’.”
This is the first appearance of the word “ethnocide” in print.
Following its coinage by Lemkin in 1944, the word “eth-
nocide” does not make another appearance for more than
two decades. It next resurfaces at the 38th International
Congress of Americanists, held in Stuttgart in August 1968,
which featured a roundtable called “Política de asuntos in-
dígenas: Etnocidios y genocidios.”2 In the English language,
the term appears a few months later in a Calendar of Meet-
ings published by the Latin American Research Review, which
translated the roundtable as “The Politics of Indigenous
Affairs: Ethnocide and Genocide.”3 In this context, ethno-
cide was no longer treated as a synonym of genocide, as
Lemkin had done, but as a supplementary concept that cap-
tured those forms of cultural oppression and forced assim-
ilation that escaped the legal definition of genocide. Dur-
ing the proceedings in Stuttgart, a group of Scandinavian
anthropologists teamed up with anthropologists specializ-
ing in Latin America to pass a resolution condemning the
ongoing destruction and forced integration of indigenous
groups in the Americas in the name of “modernization.”
In addition, the French anthropologist Robert Jaulin was to
head a committee of eight men—including the Peruvian an-
thropologist Stephano Varese and the Swedish anthropolo-
gist Lars Persson—tasked with preparing a symposium on
2 Verhandlungen des XXXVIII. Internationalen Amerikanistenkongresses: Stuttgart-
München, 12. bis 18. August 1968, Band I (München: Kommissionsverlag Klaus
Renner, 1969), p. 50.
3 “Calendar of Meetings,” Latin American Research Review, Vol. 3, No. 4 (Au-
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ethnocide in the Americas.4 In the aftermath of the
Stuttgart Congress, the Scandinavian contingent also spear-
headed the creation of the Copenhagen-based International
Work Group for Indigenous Affairs, a nongovernmental or-
ganization dedicated to the promotion of indigenous rights,
with Persson as its president (Morin and Saladin d’Anglure
1997, 161–62).
The symposium on ethnocide, proposed by Jaulin during
the Stuttgart Congress, took place in February 1970 in Paris
(Bataille 1969; Jaulin 1972, 3). The same year also saw the
publication of Jaulin’s pathbreaking La paix blanche: intro-
duction à l’ethnocide, a vociferous attack against the homoge-
nizing tendencies of Western civilization that launched the
concept of ethnocide on a global scale. For Jaulin, the con-
cept of ethnocide described the tendency of Western no-
tions of progress and development to destroy the cultural
diversity of the world (Jaulin 1970; see also Pitt-Rivers and
Jaulin 1974; Jaulin 1984). Building on Jaulin’s seminal work,
another French anthropologist and prominent anarchist
thinker Pierre Clastres proposed the following distinction
between ethnocide and genocide in 1974: “L’ethnocide,
c’est donc la destruction systématique des modes de vie et
de pensée de gens différents de ceux qui mènent cette en-
treprise de destruction. En somme, le génocide assassine
les peuples dans leur corps, l’ethnocide les tue dans leur
esprit” (Clastres 1974, 102). Whereas Jaulin’s writings were
concerned with the ethnocidal tendencies of Western civi-
lization, the anarchist Clastres (1974, 107) associated ethno-
cide with the political form of the state: “toute organisation
étatique est ethnocidaire, l’ethnocide est le mode normal
d’existence de l’état.”
The dissemination of the word “ethnocide” since the late
1960s has been punctuated by a series of key events. Among
the first was a gathering of a dozen or so anthropologists
on Barbados in 1971, featuring prominent Latin American
intellectual figures such as Guillermo Bonfil Batalla from
Mexico, Darcy Ribeiro from Brazil, and the aforementioned
Stephano Varese from Peru. The meeting culminated in the
Declaration of Barbados, which not only asserted that in-
digenous groups were subjected to internal colonialism in
Latin America, but also located this oppression within the
broader neo-imperial structure of the international order:
“Colonial domination of the aboriginal groups [...] is only
a reflection of the more generalised system of the Latin
American states’ external dependence upon the imperialist
metropolitan powers. The internal order of our dependent
countries leads them to act as colonising powers in their re-
lations with the indigenous peoples.” The failure or inability
of Latin American states to guarantee a truly multiethnic so-
ciety, the Declaration continued, “implicates the State in di-
rect responsibility for and connivance with the many crimes
of genocide and ethnocide that we have been able to ver-
ify.”5 A second conference was held in Barbados in 1977,
which included indigenous activists alongside anthropolo-
gists (Varese 1997).
Another major event to take place in 1977 was the In-
ternational NGO Conference on Discrimination against In-
digenous Populations in the Americas. Held in Geneva un-
der the auspices of the United Nations, the conference
brought together spokespeople for more than fifty interna-
tional NGOs and sixty indigenous groups from fifteen coun-
tries. During the conference, indigenous representatives
4 Verhandlungen des XXXVIII. Internationalen Amerikanistenkongresses: Stuttgart-
München, 12. bis 18. August 1968, Band I (München: Kommissionsverlag Klaus
Renner, 1969), pp. 43–45.
5 The Declaration of Barbados is available online from the International Work
Group for Indigenous Affairs at https://www.iwgia.org. Accessed 30 June, 2020.
foregrounded ongoing ethnocidal practices that were being
justified by a rhetoric of national integration and economic
development, and called upon the international commu-
nity to recognize ethnocide as a violation of international
law on par with genocide (Niezen 2003, 44–45; Benvenuto
2015, 26–27). Inspired by the success of the conference,
the Bertrand Russell Peace Foundation invited indigenous
leaders and activists to present their experiences of geno-
cide, ethnocide, oppression, and discrimination before the
Fourth Russell Tribunal in 1980. This people’s court, held in
Rotterdam before an international audience of thousands,
followed the format of a conventional trial, complete with
plaintiffs, defendants, prosecutors, defense attorneys, and a
jury (Varese 2006, 46–47). The resulting Declaration of In-
digenous Peoples condemned “genocide and ethnocide in
all its forms” and called “upon the people of the world to
join us in asserting that the genocide and dispossession of
Indigenous Peoples is a matter of rightful concern to the
world community.”6
It is against this backdrop of indigenous activism that
the term “ethnocide” entered the formal channels of the
United Nations. In 1971, the Sub-Commission on the Pre-
vention of Discrimination and the Protection of Minori-
ties commissioned two reports: a study on the prevention
and punishment of genocide, to be prepared by Nicodème
Ruhashyankiko, and a study on discrimination against in-
digenous peoples, to be prepared by José Martínez Cobo.
The Ruhashyankiko report was completed in 1978 and ded-
icated several pages to cultural genocide or ethnocide, al-
beit without arriving at any firm conclusions about its rela-
tionship to genocide. A glance through the footnotes of this
section of the report testifies to the central role of Jaulin
in the dissemination of this new concept in international
political and legal discourse.7 The Cobo report, completed
in 1986, also features passing references to ethnocide, but
does not discuss the concept in detail.8 In 1982, the Sub-
Commission authorized Benjamin Whitaker to prepare a re-
vised and updated version of the Ruhashyankiko report. Re-
leased in 1985, the Whitaker report did not elaborate on the
relationship of ethnocide and genocide, but concluded that
“[f]urther consideration should be given to this question.”9
Ultimately, the concept of ethnocide remains marginal to
these reports, and while Jaulin’s views are cited, they are not
explicitly endorsed. Nevertheless, as Jeff Benvenuto (2015,
31) observes, the dialogue between the Cobo report on dis-
crimination against indigenous peoples and the two reports
on genocide demonstrate that the indigenous rights move-
ment “was also instigating conceptual changes in the field of
genocide studies and prevention.”
While the Cobo report was in the works, the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) backed a series of three conferences expressly
dedicated to the question of ethnocide: the first in San José
in December 1981; the second in Ouagadougou in January–
February 1983; and the third in Karasjok in May–June 1983.
Jaulin was again involved, participating in all three events
and authoring a paper on ethnocide that was circulated
during the Karasjok conference.10 A central concern raised
at these meetings was the neglect of indigenous voices in
international political and legal matters. Even those
6 The Declaration of the Fourth Russel Tribunal is available online from the
Fourth World Documentation Project archives at the Centre for World Indige-
nous Studies at https://www.cwis.org. Accessed June 30, 2020.
7 UN Doc. E/CN.4/Sub.2/416, paras. 459–61.
8 UN Doc. E/CN.4/Sub.2/1986/7/Add.1–4.
9 UN Doc. E/CN.4/Sub.2/1985/6, para. 33.
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international instruments that were expressly dedicated to
indigenous issues, such as the International Labour Organi-
zation’s Convention No. 107 on Indigenous and Tribal Pop-
ulations, were based on universalistic principles of national
integration and economic development and left no room
for the autonomous development of indigenous groups.
“The first battle, therefore, will be one of definition,” reads
the Final Report of the San José conference: “a conceptual
space must be created in which these ideas can acquire cred-
ibility and grow.”11 It is precisely in this spirit that the con-
ceptual history of ethnocide should be understood, namely,
as an emergent critique of the state-centric discourses of
national integration and economic development that held
sway in the post-war decades. A major achievement of these
meetings was the Declaration of San José, the first formal
(albeit nonbinding) international instrument to define eth-
nocide: “Ethnocide means that an ethnic group is denied
the right to enjoy, develop and transmit its own culture and
its own language, whether collectively or individually.”12 The
declaration went on to assert that “ethnocide, that is, cul-
tural genocide, is a violation of international law equivalent
to genocide.”13
In addition to lending further credibility to the concept
of ethnocide, the UNESCO-sponsored conferences also
launched into international prominence the concept of
ethnodevelopment. Proposed as a remedy to the ethnoci-
dal tendencies of the international order, the concept of
ethnodevelopment was a direct challenge to the prevailing
segregation of ethnicity from development. Modernization
theories considered ethnic groups as archaic survivals of
an earlier age, while Marxist approaches saw ethnic loyal-
ties as a barrier to class consciousness. In both cases, the
assumption was that particularistic ethnic identities would
eventually be overcome by the universal laws of socioeco-
nomic development (Stavenhagen 1986; Hettne 1993). This
universalistic approach to development was rejected by the
Declaration of San José, which affirmed ethnodevelopment
as “an inalienable right of Indian groups”:
By ethno-development we mean the extension and
consolidation of the elements of its own culture,
through strengthening the independent decision-
making capacity of a culturally distinct society to direct
its own development and exercise self-determination,
at whatever level, which implies an equitable and
independent share of power. This means that the
ethnic group is a political and administrative unit,
with authority over its own territory and decision-
making powers within the confines of its development
project, in a process of increasing autonomy and self-
management.14
During the deliberations in San José and Ouagadougou,
ethnodevelopment was presented as an “authentic” form
of development and opposed to the prevailing capitalist
model, which encouraged production for production’s sake
and failed to take into account the varying needs of different
ethnic groups.15 “Indian communities are swallowed up by
the capitalist system, which clashes with their own system,”
observed Donald Rojas, the representative of the Indian As-
sociation of Costa Rica at San José.16 Similar concerns were
raised a year and a half later at Ouagadougou. “Modern-
11 UNESCO Doc. SS.82/WS/32, p. 6.
12 UNESCO Doc. SS.82/WS/32, p. 32.
13 UNESCO Doc. SS.82/WS/32, p. 33.
14 UNESCO Doc. SS.82/WS/32, p. 33.
15 UNESCO Doc. SS.82/WS/32, p. 15; UNESCO Doc. SS.82/C/39/5, pp. 4–5.
16 UNESCO Doc. SS.82/WS/32, p. 26.
ization depending exclusively on western science and tech-
nology has eclipsed and discredited Africa’s own scientific
and technological heritage, especially where it is particularly
rich, as in art, agriculture, housing, medicine, and pharma-
cology,” reads the Final Report of the Ouagadougou meet-
ing. “This would-be universalist approach tends to exclude
any recourse to the peoples’ deep knowledge of their own
environments.”17
The success of the indigenous rights movement is evi-
denced by the inclusion of ethnocide in the Draft United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples,
approved by the Working Group on Indigenous Popula-
tions in 1993. “Indigenous peoples have the collective and
individual right not to be subjected to ethnocide and cul-
tural genocide,” affirmed Article 7 of the draft declaration.18
When asked about the meaning of the terms “ethnocide”
and “cultural genocide,” the Chairperson-Rapporteur of the
Working Group Erica-Irene Daes offered the following clar-
ification: “‘cultural genocide’ referred to the destruction
of the physical aspects of a culture, while ‘ethnocide’ re-
ferred to the elimination of an entire ‘ethnos’ and peo-
ple.”19 When the Language Services reviewed the text in
1994, it simply repeated this statement.20 How, exactly, “the
destruction of the physical aspects of culture” differed from
“the elimination of an entire ‘ethnos’ and people” was not
explained (Benvenuto 2015, 33).
In the subsequent stage of the drafting process, the cen-
ter of influence shifted from indigenous representatives to
member states, leading to several modifications in the word-
ing of the declaration. Notably, the terms “cultural geno-
cide” and “ethnocide” were deleted and replaced with the
following statement in what became Article 8 of the final
version: “Indigenous peoples and individuals have the right
not to be subjected to forced assimilation or destruction of
their culture.” The main justification for the change was the
allegedly vague meaning of “cultural genocide” and “ethno-
cide” as well as their lack of foundation in international law.
The Declaration of San José was mentioned during the pro-
ceedings, but it was dismissed on the grounds that it had
been developed by experts rather than states and that its sta-
tus under international law was consequently ambiguous.21
The final text of the United Nations Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, adopted by the General As-
sembly in September 2007, contains no mention of “cultural
genocide” or “ethnocide” (Benvenuto 2015, 33–34).22
Ethnic Cleansing
The conceptual history of ethnic cleansing presents a stark
contrast to that of ethnocide. The rapid proliferation of the
expression among journalists, lawyers, politicians, and aca-
demics in the 1990s makes it impractical to reconstruct the
term’s trajectory in the same linear manner as was done with
ethnocide in the previous section. Instead of a historical
narrative, therefore, this section provides more of a cross-
sectional analysis of how the concept of ethnic cleansing
has been defined and deployed. Crucially, the discrepancy
between the two sections should not be seen as a limita-
tion of the analysis. On the contrary, the dissimilar trajec-
tories of the two terms is in itself highly revealing: whereas
the conceptual history of ethnocide has been characterized
17 UNESCO Doc. SS.82/C/39/5, p. 11.
18 UN Doc. E/CN.4/Sub.2/1994/56, p. 107.
19 UN Doc. E/CN.4/Sub.2/1993/29, para. 48.
20 UN Doc. E/CN.4/Sub.2/1994/2, para. 15.
21 UN Doc. E/CN.4/2003/92, paras. 51–61.
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by a slow and labored movement from the margins of the
international order toward the core, the concept of ethnic
cleansing was born at the very heart of this order.
The conceptual history of ethnic cleansing is closely
bound to the rise of the nation-state in Europe and the
ensuing attempts to construct an ethnically homogeneous
community as the foundation of the state’s legitimacy. Ref-
erences to the “cleansing” or “purification” of the national
territory can be found in numerous European languages,
including English, French, German, Czech, Polish, Rus-
sian, and Serbo-Croatian, from the nineteenth-century on-
ward (Ther 2014, 4). During the Second World War, the
metaphor of cleansing was infamously invoked by Nazi of-
ficials to describe the rendering of their territories Judenrein
or “clean of Jews” (Bell-Fialkoff 1993, 114; see also Naimark
2002, 57–84). In the aftermath of the war, similar language
was used by Poles and Czechs seeking to “purify” their coun-
tries of foreign elements (Kramer 2001, 1). As Philipp Ther
(2014, 4) observes, we are dealing with “a pan- European
concept” that has been closely associated with the idealiza-
tion of the ethnically homogeneous nation-state as the pin-
nacle of political development.
The prefix “ethnic” is a more recent addition. The earli-
est uses of the compound term can be found in the 1980s,
when the Russian expression etnischeskoye chischeniye or “eth-
nic cleansing” was used by Soviet authorities to describe
the deportation of Armenians from Azerbaijan during the
Nagorno-Karabakh crisis (Banks and Wolfe Murray 1999,
152). The equivalent Serbo-Croatian expression etničko
čišćenje appears in Yugoslav media reports discussing the cre-
ation of “ethnically clean territories” in Kosovo after 1981.
In this context, the term was associated with nonviolent ad-
ministrative matters and referred mainly to the behavior of
Kosovo Albanians toward the Serbian minority. The situa-
tion changed dramatically a decade later during the Bosnian
War, when etničko čišćenje was used by the Serbian military as
a code word for leaving nobody in the area alive (Petrovic
1994, 343). What all of this points to, as Martin Shaw (2015,
67) underscores, is that “ethnic cleansing” was “originally a
perpetrators’ term, embedding rather than criticizing their par-
ticular meaning of ‘cleanliness’ or ‘purification’.”
It was against the backdrop of Serbian atrocities during
the Bosnian War that the term “ethnic cleansing” was widely
taken up by Western commentators in the summer of 1992.
Journalists initially placed the expression in scare quotes, in-
dicating its relative novelty as well as unease with its Nazi un-
dertones. Due to the rapid proliferation of the expression
in the media, it is difficult to establish exactly when, or by
who, it was first used. The contours of the concept have sub-
sequently been fleshed out by academics and lawyers, but its
boundaries remain ambiguous. Although “ethnic cleansing”
is the predominant expression in the English language, al-
ternatives such as “ethnic purification” have also been used.
In French-language texts, corresponding terms include pu-
rification ethnique, nettoyage ethnique, and épuration ethnique
(Petrovic 1994, 343; Banks and Wolfe Murray 1999, 152–53).
Some of the first definitions of “ethnic cleansing” can be
found in United Nations documents concerning the conflict
in the former Yugoslavia. An early definition was provided
by a report from Special Rapporteur Tadeusz Mazowiecki
in November 1992: “The term ethnic cleansing refers to
the elimination by the ethnic group exerting control over
a given territory of members of other ethnic groups.”23 Fur-
ther clarity was provided by the United Nations Commission
of Experts in its first Interim Report in February 1993, which
23 UN Doc. A/47/S/24809, para. 9.
stated that ethnic cleansing entailed “rendering an area eth-
nically homogeneous by using force or intimidation to re-
move persons of given groups from the area.”24 This def-
inition was reiterated by the Commission of Experts in its
Final Report in May 1994, which went on to describe eth-
nic cleansing as “a purposeful policy designed by one ethnic
or religious group to remove by violent and terror-inspiring
means the civilian population of another ethnic or religious
group from certain geographic areas.”25
The relationship between ethnic cleansing and genocide
has been the subject of substantial controversy. At the heart
of the matter is the question of whether ethnic cleansing is a
distinct concept or merely a euphemism that “bleaches the
atrocities of genocide” (Blum et al. 2007). In an especially
scathing attack, Martin Shaw (2015, 77) has argued that
any attempt to distinguish ethnic cleansing from genocide
is misguided: “Cleansing language invariably oozes geno-
cidal intent, resonating with the idea of destroying, if not
murdering, groups to which it is applied.” Numerous pro-
nouncements emanating from the United Nations also sug-
gest that ethnic cleansing should be understood as con-
terminous with genocide. The most explicit statement to
this effect is a General Assembly resolution from December
1992 denouncing “the abhorrent policy of ‘ethnic cleans-
ing’, which is a form of genocide.”26 This statement has
been reaffirmed in several subsequent resolutions (Schabas
2009, 224–25). Another example is provided by the afore-
mentioned Interim Report of the Commission of Experts,
which noted that ethnic cleansing was “contrary to interna-
tional law” and “could also fall within the meaning of the
Genocide Convention.”27 More generally, the close associa-
tion between the two concepts can be seen in the coinage
of compound terms such as “genocidal ethnic cleansing”
(Pégorier 2013, 95) and “murderous ethnic cleansing”
(Mann 2005, 12) to capture their overlap.
Despite the overlap between genocide and ethnic cleans-
ing, the two concepts entail an important difference in ob-
jective: genocide aims to destroy a specific group, whereas
ethnic cleansing aims to create an ethnically homoge-
neous geographical area (Naimark 2002, 3; Mulaj 2003,
710; Lieberman 2010, 44; Ther 2014, 2). In the words of
Jennifer Jackson Preece (1998, 821), “while ethnic cleansing
affects people, what is really at stake is territory.” Numerous
scholars have accordingly conceptualized ethnic cleansing
as a spectrum of practices that range from forced emigra-
tion or population exchange on the one end to mass mur-
der or genocide on the other (e.g., Bell-Fialkoff 1993, 110;
Naimark 2002, 3–4; Mann 2005, 12; Lieberman 2010, 44–
45). Genocide, from this perspective, is not conterminous
with ethnic cleansing, but rather an especially deadly form
that ethnic cleansing can take.
This leads directly to a second difference between ethnic
cleansing and genocide: whereas moderate forms of ethnic
cleansing can be contractual and acquire international
approval, the idea of contractual genocide is “a contradic-
tion in terms” (Ther 2014, 244). Examples of contractual
ethnic cleansing include the Greco–Bulgarian population
exchange in the interwar years, pursuant to the Treaty
of Neuilly, and the forced removal of ethnic Germans
from Poland after 1945, in accordance with the Potsdam
Protocol (Schabas 2009, 226–27; Ther 2014, 241–45). This
distinction between ethnic cleansing and genocide was
24 UN Doc. S/25274, para. 55.
25 UN Doc. S/1994/674, para. 130.
26 UN Doc. A/RES/47/121.
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made explicit during the drafting of the Genocide Conven-
tion after the representative of the United States expressed
concern that the proposed definition of genocide “might
be extended to embrace forced transfers of minority groups
such as have already been carried out by members of the
United Nations” (as cited in Schabas 2009, 226). To allay
such fears, the Secretary-General’s draft underscored that
“[m]ass displacements of populations [...] does not consti-
tute genocide” unless such an operation “were attended by
such circumstances as to lend to the death of the whole or
part of the displaced population.”28
Ultimately, what is most striking about the conceptual
history of ethnic cleansing is the rapid reappropriation of
the expression by the international community in the 1990s.
Within the space of a few short years, ethnic cleansing went
from a euphemism originating in perpetrator discourse
to an internationally recognized concept that could be
invoked to justify humanitarian intervention (e.g., Kresock
1994). Although it clearly lacks the legal and moral weight
of genocide, ethnic cleansing has nonetheless acquired
a “rhetorical power” of its own (Walling 2000, 60). In
academic discourse, too, the concept has established itself
as an analytical category that is widely used to pick out
and analyze episodes of mass violence (see Bulutgil 2018
for an overview of the literature). This rather stunning
rearticulation of ethnic cleansing by the international
community can be understood as a means of managing
one of the glaring contradictions of genocide discourse:
genocide is almost universally regarded as “the crime of
crimes” in legal and moral terms, yet states are incredibly
reluctant to take political action against it (Gallagher 2013,
58–88; see also Smith 2010). This gap between principle
and practice did not matter very much in the midst of Cold
War security competition, when the Genocide Convention
effectively remained a dead letter, but with the collapse
of the Soviet Union and mounting expectations about the
moral purpose of the international order it engendered
something of a legitimacy crisis (Gallagher 2013, 101–11).
The reappropriation of ethnic cleansing as a tool of critique
has provided one way for the international community to
manage this crisis. By serving as a euphemistic alternative to
genocide, the charge of ethnic cleansing has made it possi-
ble for powerful members of the international community
to chastise “deviant” states without burdening themselves
with the responsibility to intervene or calling into question
the normative underpinnings of the international order.
Ethnocide and Ethnic Cleansing in the
International Order
Ethnocide and ethnic cleansing both describe processes of
ethnic homogenization, yet the historical trajectories and
political implications of the two concepts are almost diamet-
rically opposed. On the one hand, the articulation of ethno-
cide has entailed a condemnation of false universalism and
a defense of particular ethnic identities. On the other hand,
the articulation of ethnic cleansing has entailed a condem-
nation of ethnonationalist particularism and a defense of
civic-universal values. It is as if the two concepts are oppo-
site sides of the same coin, each revealing something about
the limitations and dangers of the other. Yet closer inspec-
tion shows that the two concepts are also characterized by a
profound asymmetry.
In structural terms, the asymmetrical mirroring of eth-
nocide and ethnic cleansing reflects what R.B.J. Walker
28 UN Doc. E/447, p. 24.
(2006, 58) calls the “double outsides” of modern subjectiv-
ity: “The world of modern subjectivity and objectivity, or in-
teriority and exteriority, already assumes its own distinction
from some world outside of itself.” This doubling of the in-
side/outside distinction is also at work in the structuring
of the international order. That is to say, the international
order entails a pattern of exclusion and discrimination not
only along the boundaries of individual states, but also along
the boundaries of the states-system as a whole. The distinc-
tion between the inside and the outside of the state, so fa-
miliar to theorists of international relations, is thus always
already accompanied by a second (perhaps less evident) dis-
tinction between the inside and the outside of the states-
system. Even if one accepts the Eurocentric reading of mod-
ern history as the global triumph of the sovereign state,
Walker observes, “there must remain the nagging question
about what, and whom, has been left outside of this process
of internationalization as internalization.” It is in relation to
this doubled structure of the international order that the
asymmetries between ethnocide and ethnic cleansing are
best understood and theorized.
The concept of ethnocide has been articulated by
marginalized actors, indigenous groups in particular, that
have been left out in the cold during the historical forma-
tion of the international order. Consequently, the subject
position from which the charge of ethnocide has been ar-
ticulated is locatable neither inside nor outside the state—is
locatable neither in the domestic realm nor in the interna-
tional realm—but falls outside the inside/outside distinction it-
self. Reflecting this position of radical exteriority, the charge
of ethnocide entails a critique not only of the actions of par-
ticular states, but also of the universal standards upon which
the states-system is grounded. These universal standards
include formal legal principles such as nonintervention and
sovereign equality among states, as well as an array of ide-
ological norms pertaining to modernity and development.
Seen in a historical perspective, these standards represent
a continuation of the nineteenth-century “standard of civil-
isation” that had circumscribed the boundaries of the inter-
national society and justified European imperial rule over
so-called primitive peoples (Gong 1984). Contemporary
international standards masquerade as universals, yet their
historical development is deeply Eurocentric and entails
the suppression of alternative forms of social and cultural
organization, often through violent means. As Paul Keal
(2003, 2) underscores, the typical success story about the
expansion or globalization of the European international
society also has a “dark side” characterized by “the disposses-
sion and destruction of indigenous societies.” Civilization
and barbarism, or modernity and coloniality, should not
be viewed as simply opposed, but as intimately intertwined,
such that progress toward civilization or modernity can go
hand-in-hand with the annihilation of local cultural tradi-
tions and alternative ways of life (van Krieken 1999; Mignolo
2011). It is in an attempt to combat this coercive power of
modern universals and to defend alternative forms of social
and cultural organization that the concept of ethnocide has
been elaborated by the indigenous rights movement.29 The
charge of ethnocide wrests away the mask of universality
that underpins the legitimacy of the international order,
exposing the unsavory contradictions that lie beneath.
29 To be clear, I am not claiming that the threat of ethnocide is exclusive to
indigenous peoples and irrelevant to other minorities. The distinction between
indigenous peoples and minorities is notoriously fuzzy, especially in Asia and
Africa, where most groups can legitimately claim indigenous status (Kingsbury
1998). What matters is the subject-position from which the concept of ethnocide
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If the concept of ethnocide operates along the bound-
ary that demarcates the modern international order from a
world beyond, then the concept of ethnic cleansing operates
along the boundary that demarcates the domestic society
from the international realm. This is evidenced by the Janus-
faced history of the concept, which is torn between the do-
mestic and international faces of state identity. On the one
hand, the domestic legitimacy of the state depends on an
ideological appeal to national cohesion that generates pres-
sures toward ethnic cleansing (Rae 2002; Mann 2005; Ther
2014). This is reflected in the “long” genealogy of the con-
cept, which is rooted in nationalistic perpetrator discourse
glorifying the ethnically homogeneous nation-state. On the
other hand, at the same time, the international legitimacy of
the state depends on the espousal of future-oriented civic-
universal values associated with modernity and develop-
ment. Jelena Subotic and Ayşe Zarakol (2013, 921) call this
“the dilemma of cultural intimacy—what holds the state iden-
tity together is exactly the same thing that opens it to inter-
national criticism.” While all states experience this dilemma
to some degree, it is especially acute among peripheral states
that have had to assimilate into an alien system “the rules of
which they did not create, the norms of which were unfa-
miliar at best, the major players of which judged and ex-
plicitly labeled them as inferior, and the ontology of which
convinced them that they indeed were lacking in some way”
(Zarakol 2011, 6). This international hierarchy is reflected
in the “short” genealogy of ethnic cleansing, which cov-
ers the post–Cold War appropriation of the expression by
the international community and its transformation into a
political tool for chastising peripheral states whose actions
run counter to international morality (the Balkan states on
the periphery of Europe are the exemplary case). By de-
picting ethnic homogenization in particularist and excep-
tionalist terms as a deviation from international norms, the
charge of ethnic cleansing deflects attention away from the
constitutive contradictions that structure the international
order. This redemptive narrative exculpates the “civilised”
members of the international community, which are seen
to have either overcome ethnic cleansing—thus relegating
it to the past—or even avoided ethnic cleansing altogether.
More subtle methods of ethnic homogenization resulting
from immigration controls, cultural assimilation, or struc-
tural racism are conveniently brushed under the carpet (see
Ahmed 1995).
Due to these structural differences, the concepts of ethno-
cide and ethnic cleansing are also associated with different
kinds of solutions. As articulated by the indigenous rights
movement, the charge of ethnocide targets not only par-
ticular states, but also the normative underpinnings of the
states-system in general. Consequently, even if state-centric
solutions to ethnocide can be found through the provision
of cultural rights, the indigenous rights movement has an
uneasy relationship with the nation-state. This is manifest
in its longstanding commitment to the self-determination
of indigenous groups, which entails the decoupling of
sovereignty from the nation-state and the construction of
a “third space of sovereignty” that cannot be easily located
either inside or outside state borders (Bruyneel 2007).
In contrast, the subject-position from which the charge
of ethnic cleansing has been articulated remains internal
to the international order, targeting particular actions by
particular states rather than the states-system itself. The pro-
posed solutions to ethnic cleansing consequently tend to be
state-centric, ranging from power-sharing arrangements to
territorial partition—the irony of partition, of course, is that
it rewards ethnic cleansers by creating homogeneous states
(Jenne 2012). Ultimately, these differences help to explain
why it has been much easier for the international commu-
nity to incorporate into its vocabulary the charge of ethnic
cleansing, which can be localized within “deviant” states,
than the charge of ethnocide, which entails a much more
fundamental challenge to the normative underpinnings of
the international order.
Conclusion: An Ethnic Century?
The adoption of the Genocide Convention in 1948 coin-
cided almost to the day with the promulgation of the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights.30 Two years later, UN-
ESCO published a Statement on Race denouncing doctrines
of racial inequality and recommending the jettisoning of the
race concept: “it would be better when speaking of human
races to drop the term ‘race’ altogether and speak of eth-
nic groups” (UNESCO 1969, 31). Collectively, these docu-
ments constituted a watershed moment in the history of the
international order, signaling the criminalization of geno-
cide, the downfall of scientific racism, and the onset of de-
colonization (Shaw 2013, 3). In an influential and thought-
provoking article, Dirk Moses (2002, 34) has conceptualized
this turning point as the end of the “racial century”—the
end of the especially intense phase of nation-building and
empire construction that defined international politics from
roughly 1850 to 1950. By way of conclusion, I want to build
on this idea by locating the conceptual histories of ethno-
cide and ethnic cleansing within the frame of an “ethnic
century.”
In suggesting the idea of the racial century, Moses (2002,
28) was seeking to develop a holistic lens that would make
it possible to analyze the genocides of modernity “as part
of a single process rather than merely in comparative (and
competitive) terms.” Without a doubt, the notion of the
racial century offers a valuable world-historical framework
for thinking about the intersections of genocide and inter-
national order between 1850 and 1950. There is substan-
tial evidence, for example, that the racial policies of the
Third Reich were inspired by European colonialism as well
as the Jim Crow laws in the United States (Zimmerer 2005;
Whitman 2017). Nevertheless, Moses’s periodization creates
the problematic illusion of a clean ideological rupture that
buys into the antiracist orthodoxy of the post-war era. “With
the adoption of the UN conventions on human rights and
genocide in the late 1940s and the subsequent sea-change
in public opinion regarding racial issues,” Moses (2002, 34)
concludes, “the ‘racial century’ came to an end.” By casting
the Holocaust as the climax of the racial century, Moses’s pe-
riodization elides the underlying continuities that connect
the racial century to the present. As this article has argued,
the criminalization of genocide should be understood not
only as an ideological watershed, but also as a strategy of
containment that has deflected attention away from racial
and colonial hierarchies.
The proposition with which I want to conclude this arti-
cle is that the era of international politics that began around
1950 can be fruitfully conceptualized as the “ethnic cen-
tury.” In the racial century, as Moses (2002, 34) observes,
“explicitly racial categories were the prime source of policy
legitimation.” In the ethnic century, by contrast, racial cat-
egories have been either abandoned entirely or displaced
by more neutral proxies such as ethnicity and culture. This
is precisely why I find it more helpful to coin a new la-
bel, instead of just extending the racial century up to the
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present. Whereas the racial century was defined by formal
imperial rule and vertical patterns of discrimination be-
tween superior and inferior races, the “new racism” of the
ethnic century is characterized by horizontal patterns of dis-
crimination between formally equal insiders and outsiders
(Balibar 1991; Stolcke 1995). At the same time, despite
these discursive shifts, the global order remains profoundly
shaped by the undead legacies of racism and colonialism
(Gruffydd Jones 2006; Anievas, Manchanda, and Shilliam
2015). The ethnic century is thus the name of a paradox: on
the one hand, it marks the end of empire and the overturn-
ing of racial and colonial hierarchies; on the other hand,
it underscores how practices of racial and colonial dom-
ination have taken on a more insidious guise, concealed
beneath obfuscating pseudonyms such as ethnicity and
culture.
The paradox of the ethnic century means that the concep-
tual histories of ethnocide and ethnic cleansing are open to
two contrasting readings, each containing a grain of truth.
In a first reading, these concepts can be harnessed to a re-
demptive narrative about the moral progress of the post-
war international order. Considered against the backdrop
of a narrow and Holocaust-centric definition of genocide,
the articulation of ethnocide and ethnic cleansing consti-
tutes an important normative shift that expands not only
our analytical vocabularies, but also our political imaginar-
ies. Emerging from the shadow of genocide, these concepts
entail a concerted critique of homogenizing practices that
had formerly been accepted without a second thought: the
charge of ethnocide offers an important contribution to
dismantling the universalistic façade of modernity and de-
velopment, while the charge of ethnic cleansing entails a
denunciation of violent nation-building practices that for
much of the modern era had belonged to the standard
repertoire of states. Even if neither concept has been cod-
ified into positive international law, their dissemination is
indicative of a substantive change in attitudes toward ethnic
diversity.
In a second reading, however, the conceptual histories
of ethnocide and ethnic cleansing can be mobilized to
highlight the profound asymmetries and inequalities that
continue to structure the international order. Whereas the
charge of ethnocide has been developed by marginalized
actors with limited influence, the charge of ethnic cleansing
has been articulated by the core states of the international
community. Whereas the concept of ethnocide is still rela-
tively unknown to the general public, the concept of eth-
nic cleansing has gained widespread currency. Whereas the
charge of ethnocide foregrounds the destructive undersides
of modernity and development on a global scale, the charge
of ethnic cleansing usually targets particular actions by par-
ticular states. Whereas the concept of ethnocide highlights
the constitutive contradictions of the international order,
the concept of ethnic cleansing helps to deflect attention
away from them.
By locating the conceptual histories of ethnocide and eth-
nic cleansing in the frame of the ethnic century, I have
hoped to accomplish two things: first, to highlight the com-
plex legacies that link the racial century to the present day,
and second, to offer a holistic lens for thinking about the
relationship between ethnocide, ethnic cleansing, and in-
ternational order. Despite their contrasting historical trajec-
tories and political implications, both the concept of ethno-
cide and the concept of ethnic cleansing are symptomatic of
the same epochal closure that brought the racial century to
an end. The challenge is to think these concepts together
in their asymmetrical complementarity, without erasing the
substantive differences between them or conflating them
with genocide.
Acknowledgments
Earlier versions of the article were presented at the ISA
and ASN conferences in 2021, and I am grateful to the
participants at these events for their questions and com-
ments. Many thanks also to Lucas de Oliveira Paes, Dun-
can Bell, Ayşe Zarakol, Pedro Mendes Loureiro, and Nao-
suke Mukoyama for their generous feedback on previous
drafts. I am also grateful to the three anonymous review-
ers for their valuable suggestions on how to improve the
article.
References
AHMED, AKBAR S. 1995. “‘Ethnic Cleansing’: A Metaphor for Our Time?” Eth-
nic and Racial Studies 18 (1): 1–25.
ANIEVAS, ALEXANDER, NIVI MANCHANDA, AND ROBERT SHILLIAM, eds. 2015. Race
and Racism in International Relations: Confronting the Global Colour Line.
London: Routledge.
BALAKIAN, PETER. 2013. “Raphael Lemkin, Cultural Destruction, and the Ar-
menian Genocide.” Holocaust and Genocide Studies 27 (1): 57–89.
BALIBAR, ÉTIENNE. 1991. “Is There a ‘Neo-Racism’?” In Race, Nation, Class: Am-
biguous Identities, edited by Étienne Balibar and Immanuel Wallerstein,
translated by Chris Turner, 17–28. London: Verso.
BANKS, MARCUS, AND MONICA WOLFE MURRAY. 1999. “Ethnicity and Reports of
the 1992-95 Bosnian Conflict.” In The Media of Conflict: War Report-
ing and Representations of Ethnic Violence, edited by Tim Allen and Jean
Seaton, 147–61. London: Zed Books.
BATAILLE, MARIE CLAIRE. 1969. “Le Colloque « L’Ethnocide à travers les
Amériques ».” Journal de la Société des Américanistes 58: 305–6.
BELL-FIALKOFF, ANDREW. 1993. “A Brief History of Ethnic Cleansing.” Foreign
Affairs 72 (3): 110–21.
BENVENUTO, JEFF. 2015. “What Does Genocide Produce? The Semantic Field
of Genocide, Cultural Genocide, and Ethnocide in Indigenous Rights
Discourse.” Genocide Studies and Prevention: An International Journal 9
(2): 26–40.
BLUM, RONY, GREGORY H. STANTON, SHIRA SAGI, AND ELIHU D. RICHTER. 2007.
“‘Ethnic Cleansing’ Bleaches the Atrocities of Genocide.” European
Journal of Public Health 18 (2): 204–9.
BRUYNEEL, KEVIN. 2007. The Third Space of Sovereignty: The Postcolonial Politics
of U.S.–Indigenous Relations. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota
Press.
BULUTGIL, H. ZEYNEP. 2018. “The State of the Field and Debates on Ethnic
Cleansing.” Nationalities Papers 46 (6): 1136–45.
CÉSAIRE, AIMÉ. 1955. Discourse on Colonialism, translated by Joan Pinkham. New
York: Monthly Review Press.
CHURCHILL, WINSTON S., ed. 2013. Never Give In! Winston Churchill’s Speeches.
London: Bloomsbury.
CLASTRES, PIERRE. 1974. “De l’éthnocide.” L’Homme 14 (3–4): 101–10.
COOPER, JOHN. 2008. Raphael Lemkin and the Struggle for the Genocide Convention.
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
COWARD, MARTIN. 2009. Urbicide: The Politics of Urban Destruction. London:
Routledge.
EVANS, RAYMOND. 2008. “‘Crime without a Name’: Colonialism and the Case
for ‘Indigenocide’.” In Empire, Colony, Genocide: Conquest, Occupation,
and Subaltern Resistance in World History, edited by A. Dirk Moses, 133–
47. New York: Berghahn.
FERRARA, ANTONIO. 2015. “Beyond Genocide and Ethnic Cleansing: Demo-
graphic Surgery as a New Way to Understand Mass Violence.” Journal
of Genocide Research 17 (1): 1–20.
FRIEDLANDER, SAUL. 1992. “Trauma, Transference and ‘Working through’ in
Writing the History of the ‘Shoah’.” History and Memory 4 (1): 39–59.
GALLAGHER, ADRIAN. 2013. Genocide and Its Threat to Contemporary International
Order. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
GONG, GERRIT W. 1984. The Standard of “Civilization” in International Society.
Oxford: Clarendon.
GRUFFYDD JONES, BRANWEN, ed. 2006. Decolonizing International Relations. Lan-












.ac.uk on 02 O
ctober 2021
10 In the Shadow of Genocide
HARFF, BARBARA, AND TED ROBERT GURR. 1988. “Toward Empirical Theory of
Genocides and Politicides: Identification and Measurement of Cases
since 1945.” International Studies Quarterly 32 (3): 359–71.
HETTNE, BJÖRN. 1993. “Ethnicity and Development: An Elusive Relationship.”
Contemporary South Asia 2 (2): 123–49.
IRVIN-ERICKSON, DOUGLAS. 2017. Raphaël Lemkin and the Concept of Genocide.
Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press.
JACKSON PREECE, JENNIFER. 1998. “Ethnic Cleansing as an Instrument of Nation-
State Creation: Changing State Practices and Evolving Legal Norms.”
Human Rights Quarterly 20 (4): 817–42.
JAMESON, FREDRIC. 1981. The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic
Act. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
JAULIN, ROBERT. 1970. La paix blanche : introduction à l’ethnocide. Paris: Éditions
du Seuil.
———, ed. 1972. L’ethnocide à travers les Amériques. Paris: Librairie Arthème
Fayard.
———. 1984. “Ethnocide, tiers monde et ethnodéveloppement.” Revue Tiers
Monde 25 (100): 913–27.
JENNE, ERIN K. 2012. “When Will We Part with Partition Theory? Flawed
Premises and Improbable Longevity of the Theory of Ethnic Partition.”
Ethnopolitics 11 (3): 255–67.
KEAL, PAUL. 2003. European Conquest and the Rights of Indigenous Peoples: The
Moral Backwardness of International Society. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.
KINGSBURY, BENEDICT. 1998. “‘Indigenous Peoples’ in International Law: A
Constructivist Approach to the Asian Controversy.” The American Jour-
nal of International Law 92 (3): 414–57.
KRAMER, MARK. 2001. “Introduction.” In Redrawing Nations: Ethnic Cleansing in
East-Central Europe, 1944–1948, edited by Philipp Ther and Ana Siljak,
1–42. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.
KRESOCK, DAVID M. 1994. “Ethnic Cleansing in the Balkans: The Legal Foun-
dations of Foreign Intervention.” Cornell International Law Journal 27
(1): 203–40.
KRIEKEN, ROBERT VAN. 1999. “The Barbarism of Civilization: Cultural Genocide
and the ‘Stolen Generations’.” British Journal of Sociology 50 (2): 297–
315.
KRISHNA, SANKARAN. 2001. “Race, Amnesia, and the Education of In-
ternational Relations.” Alternatives: Global, Local, Political 26 (4):
401–24.
LEMKIN, RAPHAËL. 1944. Axis Rule in Occupied Europe. Washington, DC:
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.
———. 1945. “Genocide: A Modern Crime.” Free World 9: 39–43.
LEVENE, MARK. 2005. Genocide in the Age of the Nation-State: Volume I: The Mean-
ing of Genocide. London: I. B. Tauris.
LIEBERMAN, BENJAMIN. 2010. “‘Ethnic Cleansing’ versus Genocide?” In The Ox-
ford Handbook of Genocide Studies, edited by Donald Bloxham and A.
Dirk Moses, 42–60. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
MANN, MICHAEL. 2005. The Dark Side of Democracy: Explaining Ethnic Cleansing.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
MCDONNELL, MICHAEL A., AND A. DIRK MOSES. 2005. “Raphael Lemkin as His-
torian of Genocide in the Americas.” Journal of Genocide Research 7 (4):
501–29.
MEICHES, BENJAMIN. 2019. “The Charge of Genocide: Racial Hierarchy, Politi-
cal Discourse, and the Evolution of International Institutions.” Interna-
tional Political Sociology 13 (1): 20–36.
MIGNOLO, WALTER D. 2011. The Darker Side of Western Modernity: Global Futures,
Decolonial Options. Durham: Duke University Press.
MORIN, FRANÇOISE, AND BERNARD SALADIN D’ANGLURE. 1997. “Ethnnicity as a Po-
litical Tool for Indigenous Peoples.” In The Politics of Ethnic Conscious-
ness, edited by Cora Govers and Hans Vermeulen, 157–93. Basingstoke:
Macmillan.
MOSES, A. DIRK. 2002. “Conceptual Blockages and Definitional Dilemmas in
the ‘Racial Century’: Genocides of Indigenous Peoples and the Holo-
caust.” Patterns of Prejudice 36 (4): 7–36.
———. 2021. The Problems of Genocide: Permanent Security and the Language of
Transgression. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
MULAJ, KLEJDA. 2003. “Ethnic Cleanisng in the Former Yugoslavia in the
1990s: A Euphemism for Genocide?” In Ethnic Cleansing in Twentieth-
Century Europe, edited by Steven Béla Várdy and T. Hunt Tooley, 693–
711. New York: Columbia University Press.
NAIMARK, NORMAN M. 2002. Fires of Hatred: Ethnic Cleansing in Twentieth-Century
Europe. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
NIEZEN, RONALD. 2003. The Origins of Indigenism: Human Rights and the Politics
of Identity. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
NISANCIOGLU, KEREM. 2020. “Racial Sovereignty.” European Journal of Interna-
tional Relations 26 (S1): 39–63.
PÉGORIER, CLOTILDE. 2013. Ethnic Cleansing: A Legal Qualification. London:
Routledge.
PETROVIC, DRAZEN. 1994. “Ethnic Cleansing: An Attempt at Methodology.”
European Journal of International Law 5 (3): 342–59.
PITT-RIVERS, JULIAN, AND ROBERT JAULIN. 1974. “Ethnology and History.” RAIN
(3): 1–3.
RAE, HEATHER. 2002. State Identities and the Homogenisation of Peoples. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.
RODRÍGUEZ, DYLAN. 2015. “Inhabiting the Impasse: Racial/Racial-Colonial
Power, Genocide Poetics, and the Logic of Evisceration.” Social Text 33
(3): 19–44.
RUMMEL, R.J. 1994. Death by Government. New Brunswick: Transaction Publish-
ers.
SCHABAS, WILLIAM A. 2009. Genocide in International Law: The Crime of Crimes,
2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
SHAW, MARTIN. 2013. Genocide and International Relations: Changing Patterns in
the Transitions of the Late Modern World. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.
———. 2015. What Is Genocide? 2nd ed. Cambridge: Polity.
SMITH, KAREN E. 2010. Genocide and the Europeans. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.
STAVENHAGEN, RODOLFO. 1986. “Ethnodevelopment: A Neglected Dimension
in Development Thinking.” In Development Studies: Critique and Renewal,
edited by Raymond Apthorpe and András Kráhl, 71–94. Leiden: Brill.
STEIN, STUART D. 2005. “Conceptions and Terms: Templates for the Analysis
of Holocausts and Genocides.” Journal of Genocide Research 7 (2): 171–
203.
STOLCKE, VERENA. 1995. “Talking Culture: New Boundaries, New Rhetorics of
Exclusion in Europe.” Current Anthropology 36 (1): 1–24.
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